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Courtney Pedersen is a Brisbane-based artist and academic. She is a Senior Lecturer 
in Art History/Theory at QUT and her interests include practice-led research in the 
visual arts, art and public space, and feminist art practice. She has been an artist for 
over twenty years, and her work is primarily concerned with the nexus of personal 
experience and the public realm. She completed a practice-led PhD exploring 
feminism, genealogy and social history through public installation art.  
 
Abstract: 
While landscape photography’s complicity with the colonial possession of new 
territory has been substantially discussed and well understood, this paper considers 
the role of the European landscape as the focus of diasporic desire. The 
interdisciplinary project, S2Q/Good Blood began as a social history map of 
Scandinavian and Nordic migration to Queensland in the nineteenth century, 
incorporating archival material from local collections with visual field trip data 
gathered in Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Finland. In 2011, some of this material 
found its way into the installation work, my mother is water, my father is wood. What 
emerged from this experiment was an imaginary landscape, melding its loci through 
original photography and video footage in tandem with stock imagery and historical 
material. This juxtaposition reinforced the represented landscape as a narrative 
landscape and evidence of the performativity of belonging. This practitioner reflection 
utilizes Lynette Russell’s research into landscape archaeology to consider the 
significance of relationships with landscapes that are “not always empirically 
demonstrable.”     
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In 2005 I was fortunate enough to receive Australia Council funding for my project, 
Scandinavia to Queensland (S2Q) to undertake a research residency at Malmö 
University in southern Sweden, looking at nineteenth century emigration from Nordic 
countries to Queensland. My original intention was to spend my entire time in local 
emigration archives, looking for images and documents relating to the assisted 
immigration program that was actively promoted by emigration agents, particularly in 
the 1870s. It was estimated in 1939 that around 10,000 Scandinavians emigrated to 
Australia in the 19th century as a consequence of the Queensland Free Immigration 
program and concerted efforts to encourage Northern European immigrants to the 
state (Lyng 1939). Northern European migrants (from Scandinavia, but also Finland 
and most substantially, Germany) arrived mostly through the port of Maryborough in 
the Wide Bay region of Queensland, having left Europe through the port of Hamburg. 
Due to the dire conditions in Ireland in the nineteenth century and the energetic 
program instigated by Bishop James Quinn’s Queensland Immigration Society, “the 
proportion of Irish Catholics rose to a level many found alarming” (Boland 1964, 
313). One of the main motivations for encouraging Nordic migration to Australia was 
to correct this perception of ‘excessively’ Catholic and urban population patterns. 
Swedish, Finnish, Norwegian and Danish migrants were actively recruited for the 
cultivation of farms and rural centres. The premise of the S2Q project was that this 
pattern of rural migration had significant long-term effects on the nature of 
Queensland’s subsequent development, both culturally and politically. Nearly a 
decade on, it is useful to reflect on how this project has evolved and how its guiding 
principles of place and belonging have shifted as a consequence of practice-led 
investigation. 
 
My original project was a process of data logging and visual interpretation, where 
manifestations and effects were mapped, utilising material from the migration 
databases of Norway, Sweden and Denmark, Queensland and Australian archives and 
the personal collections of descendants of Scandinavian migrants. This included the 
collection of photographs, letters, and historical documents, as well as material 
evidence such as household objects. I understood that the 19th century immigration 
program was, as immigration policies continue to be, a strong tool of social 
engineering.  As a descendent of the free migration program on both sides of my 
family tree, I was the Australian they had hoped to achieve. Against the backdrop of 
growing national anxiety about so-called illegal immigration, I felt compelled to make 
visible the act of social engineering that was expected to remain unseen. 
As it turned out, while museums and archives took up a substantial period of my time, 
it was actually the lived experience of Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland that 
provided the greatest evidence to me about how Nordic migrants had made sense of 
their new home in Queensland and adapted so effectively. As a consequence, I found 
myself photographing the contemporary landscape as much as mining the archives. 
This lived experience provided me with a better sense of why I was investigating the 
story in the first place. When I first landed in Copenhagen, the immigration official 
who inspected my passport took one look at my family name and cheerfully 
welcomed me ‘home’. As it turned out, this act of welcoming me back to a place I had 
never been triggered a rather fraught and enduring aesthetic investigation of the 
imaginary landscape of belonging. I became, in an instant, a ‘roots’ tourist, with all of 
the complications attached to that. Suddenly, my desire to complete an authentic story 
of where my own ancestors came from seemed potentially sinister. I was shocked to 
find that many unexpected things about Scandinavia seemed familiar, but most 
peculiarly, the coast and the sea made visual sense to me. It seemed reasonable that a 
cultural residue had persisted after the process of acculturation had taken place, but 
how much of that familiarity was also due to the reading and consequent writing of 
the Australian landscape through that same residue? How much had I, and other 
descendants of Northern Europeans, projected our own longing for a perceived 
homeland onto the Australian landscape? While my attachment to the Queensland 
coast seemed based on my own phenomenological experience, I was now forced to 
question whether I actually viewed this landscape through the lens of Northern 
European ideas of soil and the sea. I did not go to Scandinavia to find a sense of 
belonging, but the question of belonging had literally been raised at the border. 
 
In 2011 I brought together a number of these aesthetic investigations as a single 
installation artwork, my mother is water, my father is wood at LEVEL ARI in 
Brisbane. (See illustration.) As I assembled documents and images as part of that 
exhibition, I increasingly found myself confounding the land and seascapes I was 
representing. Instead of an accurate mapping of all I had seen, I was building up a set 
of geometric relationships between images, which formed a secondary landscape of 
its own. What emerged from this experiment was an imaginary landscape, 
choreographing original photography and video footage in tandem with stock imagery 
and found historical material. Reflecting on the compositional decisions I had made in 
this work in 2011 forced me to consider why I was hesitant to use the photographs I 
had taken during my field research as forms of documentary evidence. Increasingly, I 
became aware of the performativity of my cultural identity as heritage, and I was 
paralysed by the notion that my images were an attempt to “know a geography and 
unproblematically fit into a landscape” (Russell 2012, 415). As Judith Butler has 
pointed out, seeing is a complex act: “when we see […] we are also reading and we 
are also constituting, and that the reading is a certain conjuring and a certain 
construction” (in Bell 1999b, 169). 
This anxiety led me to Lynette Russell’s discussion of imaginary homelands in the 
field of landscape archaeology. The recognition that, “understanding engagements 
with a childhood landscape, or places that are seen to signify national narratives of 
loss and heroism, or even imaginary locations from far away galaxies, all offer means 
for comprehending the complexities of human interactions with their environments,” 
liberated me (Russell 2012, 415). I felt able to abandon the idea that there were some 
Scandinavian landscapes I was entitled to think of as potentially mine (the world that 
my nineteenth century ancestors may have known). This opened up the possibility of 
multiple experiences of the Scandinavian: my own historical residue melded with 
everything else I had come to know about the region, its art, politics and other 
histories. I began overwriting what I had imagined as my history with stories that 
intersected at odd angles and intuiting connections that were resolutely abstract. For 
example, the collaborative installation work with Charles Robb in 2011, Was By the 
Northern Coast, was a deliberate mistranslation (both visual and textual) of a famous 
Norwegian Romantic painting by Johan Christian Clausen Dahl, Skibbrudd ved den 
norske kyst (1832). (See illustration.) Dahl was one of a number of Scandinavian 
artists who had developed an en plein air technique in the nineteenth century at the 
same time that my own migrant ancestors were growing up in Norway and Denmark 
(Parks 2009, 25).  
In early 2013, the Moderna Museet in Stockholm launched a major exhibition of the 
work of Hilma af Klint – an early 20th century Swedish mystic and abstract painter. 
The exhibition received comprehensive coverage internationally and you could have 
easily believed that Klint’s work had been previously completely hidden from public 
view. This was not the case. While Klint’s work had been kept secret until twenty 
years after her death in 1944, works of hers had been featured in the exhibition The 
Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, at Los Angeles County Museum of 
Art. At least one review of that exhibition in 1987 disparaged her work as a token 
inclusion (Kramer 1987). The art world knew about Hilma af Klint at least twenty-
five years ago, but was not ready to know her until 2013. While highly abstracted, this 
knowing/not knowing felt like a parallel to the knowing/not knowing about the 
deliberate construction of an Australian population. Additionally, the geometry of 
Klint’s painting felt similar to the geometry of both Scandinavian modern design and 
the geometry of my own reconstructions of Scandinavian landscapes. 
 
In late 2013, I decided to bring these parallel histories into some sort of convergence. 
Taking Hilma af Klint’s abstractions as the compositional departure point, I began 
working with seascape images of both Scandinavia and Queensland. The next logical 
progression was to bring these images into a conversation with the geometric, abstract 
film making of Swedish avant-garde artist Viking Eggeling, and then adding the 
existential yearning of Ingmar Bergman. These were all points of reference that I had 
identified with over my own lifetime. Bergman’s 1953 film, Summer with Monika 
features the landscape of the Stockholm archipelago, but the images of coastline 
resonated with me as a teenager, having grown up on the Queensland coast.  Woven 
into this relationship is my formative experience as a student of John Cato, the 
Australian photographer whose love affair with the complex abstract forms of 
landscape was lovingly communicated through both his artwork and pedagogy. The 
outcome of this conversation or collision is a series of new sea and landscape images, 
some still and others moving, which take the compositional geometry of Hilma af 
Klint and the imagery of nature borrowed from Bergman to form new narrative 
landscapes of my own imaginative desire. Summer with Hilma (2013-14) signals the 
new direction that my S2Q project will take in its second decade. (See illustration.) 
As Vikki Bell as observed, “Belonging is an achievement at several levels of 
abstraction.” (Bell 1999a, 3) These geometric abstractions of a hybridised landscape 
feel like they are approaching a place where I belong. 
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